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JFK Library needs opening 
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T he resignation of Charles 
Daly as director of the 
John F. Kennedy Library 
ends a volatile reign at Colum- 
bia Point. 

Daly was not a man of many 
words. When he did speak it 
was often hard to catch what he 
said, for he tended to spit words 
(and expletives) in a manner 
that reflected his service in the 
Marines: testy and uncomforta- 
ble in the world of scholarship. 

He let me down badly by ta- 
citly approving the breaking 
open of my mail at the Kennedy 
Library; he sought to exclude 
me from an international gath- 
ering of Kennedy scholars; he 
has for a year and a half banned 
my book at the library — even 
though it was being read by 
millions of Americans and be- 
came an ABC mini-series. 

From an uneasy modus vi- 
vendi. we drew further apart 
until we were separated by an 
iron curtain: he the spokesman 
for the Kennedy family and its 
interests, I the revisionist his- 
torian, attempting to blow away 
the mythic Camelot cobwebs 
and depict JFK as he really 
was: that strange mixture of 
charismatic brilliance and 
haunted, suffering addiction. 

Daly’s last contribution to 
the library was the remodelling 
of its museum, dedicated by 
President Clinton last October. 
Seldom has $4 million of tax- 


payers’ money been so wasted. 
Embarrassed by accusations of 
Kennedy-family deification, 
Daly decided to recast it in a 
more sober, even somber style. 
Visitors are now treated to 
flickering screens playing end- 
less black-and-white tapes of 
yesteryear. The soul of the 
youngest-ever elected president 
is entirely missing. Why? 

The problem — and it is a 
problem the Kennedy Library 
must address — is one of one- 
sidedness. Without debate, 
there is vacuity. The John F. 
Kennedy Library is an insult to 
the nation because it conveys 
nothing of John F. Kennedy's 
personality, his love of ideas 
and argument, or the difficul- 
ties and trials which made his 
life so genuinely heroic. 

The idea behind the presi- 
dential libraries was to devolve 
archival records and artifacts 
away from Washington, D.C., 
the seat of the National Ar- 
chives, and to make each White 
House administration's records 
more stimulating and more 
accessible by creating an ar- 
chive in the “home” town of 
each former president. 

The JFK Library has, sadly, 
sunk to the bottom of the presi- 
dential library pile. Its problem 
has always been the traumatic 
nature of his death, and the bur- 
den of a Camelot legend that 
osbeures any real discussion or 


reconstruction of his life and 
times. As veterans of the Ken- 
nedy administration pass away, 
and even those of us adult at the 
time of his assassination thin 
out, the task of projecting JFK’s 
extraordinary charismatic and 
challenging leadership becomes 
more and more difficult. Older 
people cling to their shibbo- 
leths. while younger folks find 
the one-sided banging of JFK’s 
drum unreal. Thus, the Ken- 
nedy Library has become in- 
creasingly out of tune with the 
vibrant interplay of ideas and 
opinions that make the United 
States the most exciting democ- 
racy in the world. 

Charles Daly’s unhappy ten- 
ure as director of the Kennedy 
Library marks the last act in an 
overlong defiance of democracy 
— the attempt to stop the li- 
brary from becoming accounta- 
ble to the taxpayers who fi- 
nance it. 

A new director is wanted 
who will not feel required to lick 
Kennedy family boots. By open- 
ing the doors, there is a chance 
the library will fulfill the hopes 
that Jackie Kennedy invested in 
it 30 years ago: "Fermenting, 
and alive and attractive above 
all to Youth.*' 


Nigel Hamilton is a felloic of 
the John W. McCormack Insti- 
tute at UMass-Boston and au- 
thor of JFK: Reckless Youth. 


